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Now more than ever, cities and urban areas are confronted with the urgency of climate change adaptation. Many cities 
already face increased temperatures and heatwaves, water and food scarcity, flash floods and sea-level rise, among other 
impacts. Cities (local governments and local stakeholders) address adaptation, often in tandem with carbon mitigation.   
 

Aims 
This special issue aims to enlarge the range of adaptation narratives grounded in experiences from cities worldwide, 
seeks a more pluralistic, inclusive approach to urban adaptation, and explores ways to identify and disrupt ill-suited 
approaches.  

The assumption is that current imaginaries (ways to understand and envisage how adaptation should take place) and 
practices need to be revised to provide social justice and reflect local needs. The special issue focuses on how 
inappropriate / inadequate urban adaptation imaginaries and practices can be identified and disrupted to provide more 
inclusive, socially just approaches to urban adaptation. In the current context, urban adaptation action (in physical, social, 
political, legal dimensions) is needed to break with the status quo, reduce systemic vulnerabilities and increase coping 
capacities (resilience) to face climate change impacts at scale (Pelling et al. 2015). What examples, methodologies and 
understandings challenge the received knowledge and practices in urban adaptation and be used to inform and generate 
more creative, inclusive adaptation responses?  

 

Background / context 
‘Building and Cities’ pioneered the question of social justice when considering adaptation in the built environment (Klinsky 
& Mavrogianni 2020). Urban adaptation is an urgent need: even if current efforts were to halt emissions, global average 
temperatures have already changed enough to demand adaptive responses from human societies (Pörtner et al. 2022). 
However, urban adaptation responses remain inadequate. Even when adaptation actions exist, they tend to secure some 
groups of people and tracks of land at the expense of others, thus leading to maladaptation (Magnan et al. 2016). Empirical 
evidence shows that many forms of adaptation emerge from below and from within everyday experiences (bottom-up 
approaches), but these are seldom recognised in adaptation plans (Olazabal et al. 2021).  
 
Part of the challenge relates to the overall reliance on dominant adaptation imaginaries that reproduce technocratic 
accounts of adaptation action (Eriksen et al. 2021). Adaptation strategies and interventions continue to be transferred as 
best practices from one city to another or applied under assumed equal conditions across different parts of the same city. 
Often these imaginaries are based upon pioneering experiences of large, rich cities in industrialised countries which hardly 
engage with the adaptation realities in cities around the world, particularly in the Global South. There is a wide agreement 
that adaptation planning should be context-specific and dependent on existing institutional and material constraints, 
resources, and social and political commitment. However, policy and planning practices, grounded on existing scholarly 
debates, approach adaptation planning as linear processes that can be replicated widely.   
 



 

 

In contrast, local adaptation practices often depend on disruptive local processes that sometimes only emerge during the 
process and are not initially identified. For example, practice reveals that urban adaptation can also happen through 
incremental change, data-poor environments or autonomous initiatives that deliver resilience. Likewise, practice has 
identified the need to harness existing capacities to deliver adaptation as collective action rather than as a top-down 
imposition. There is also a need for capacities that are deemed to be transformative, especially capacities for social 
learning to assess adaptation outcomes and enable social change. This may require disrupting existing adaptation 
imaginaries and developing a wider range of adaptation actions that encompasses large-scale, institutional efforts 
alongside a wide range of local, networked initiatives. 
 
Climate Resilient Development Pathways (CRDPs) (Singh & Chudasama 2021) refer to the range of enabling conditions that 
provide continued opportunities to deliver adaptation action, aligning adaptation goals with the objectives marked in the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and local urban development goals. Moving from ad hoc, single, project-based 
methods to a systemic, multi-actor, an integral response may be a means to deliver CRDPs. However, disrupting adaptation 
imaginaries may entail not thinking of adaptation as an additive condition but instead focusing on more just environments 
that work for everyone’s well-being (Eriksen et al. 2021). New debates on intersectional adaptation, co-production, 
decolonisation and epistemic injustices are likely to play a key role in disrupting adaptation debates (Amorim-Maya et al. 
2021).  CRDPs call for new imaginaries of adaptation that move beyond existing knowledge. 
 
The IPCC Working Group II (Impacts, Vulnerability and Adaptation) contribution to the 6th Assessment Report in February 
2022 (Pörtner et al. 2022) marked a significant departure from the previous one in 2014 in establishing a direct link 
between adaptation possibilities, drivers of vulnerability and urbanization and foregrounding governance and justice 
issues. It further aligns adaptation objectives with broader development objectives as outlined in the UN’s 2030 
Development Agenda and SDGs, thus supporting CRDPs. The latest IPCC report is, most of all, ‘a solutions report’ that 
emphasises what can be done and who can do it. Chapter 6 ‘Cities, Settlements and Key Infrastructure’ considers three 
areas where solutions could be prioritised: 

• infrastructure management, especially the increasing interconnections between different networks and 
digitalization  

• the unique role that green and blue urban areas play in facilitating adaptation (e.g. nature-based solutions)  
• social infrastructures (from social support policies to health and education systems) are central to supporting the 

most vulnerable groups.  
 
None of these solutions will be effective in isolation without considering the enabling context in which they will be 
implemented. Understanding the trade-offs between adaptation and mitigation responses and the necessary integration 
across impacts, adaptation and resilience is essential in urban environments. 
 

Suggested topics 
This special issue will contribute directly to current debates on Climate Resilient Development Pathways (CRDPs) (Singh & 
Chudasama 2021). Examples of adaptation are sought that question established theories or assumptions about what urban 
adaptation is and how to evaluate success, progress or effectiveness in (transformative) adaptation.  Adaptation is often 
understood as either being top-down or bottom-up (Butler et al. 2015), but middle-out possibilities (mixed approaches, 
privately-led or intermediary actors) also exist. Contributions on top-down, bottom-up and all kinds of hybrid formulations 
of adaptation (Butler et al. 2015) are sought to disrupt dominant imaginaries and draw alternatives that seek to broaden 
the adaptation solution space through transformative approaches and outcomes. Most exercises on adaptation 
imaginaries and visioning are about what will happen and what could happen (Nalau & Cobb 2022). We seek responses 
that allow more transformative and inclusive thinking and disrupt current urban adaptation imaginaries and practices. 
Examples are sought that talk about the diversity of adaptation approaches and are open to both positive and negative 
outcomes, recognising that maladaptation does not need to be the outcome of adaptation action.  
 

Potential topics include but are not limited to: 
1) Analysing the wide range of actors that intervene in urban adaptation at different scales of action: international,  national, local 

government, neighbourhood  
a) WHO should do adaptation? WHO has / does not have a voice? WHO has efficacy and/or power?) 
b) The roles and influence of international finance and political capital in urban adaptation, especially in the Global South 

2) Analysing HOW urban adaptation occurs at different spatial and temporal scales.  HOW and WHEN does change occur? 
3) Questioning dominant thinking on WHAT urban adaptation is possible and desirable: 

a) New understandings of resilient infrastructure and analysis of infrastructure interdependencies that may condition adaptation 
b) The role of green and blue infrastructures to build resilience in the built environment 



 

 

c) Analyses that recognise the wide range of social infrastructures that support adaptation 
d) Constraints and opportunities at different scales due to social, political and legal frameworks 
e) Processes for identifying and evaluating which existing adaptation imaginaries / aspects work well or need disruption 

4) Unpacking the notion of CRDPs in relation to place-based adaptation  
a) Analyses of trade-offs between mitigation, adaptation and broader SDGs especially transformative change and justice issues 
b) Reflecting on WHEN and WHERE urban adaptation is possible and desirable, aligning it with the concept of CRDP 
c) Long-term thinking, integrated approaches and learning on how to manage changing conditions and changing socio-ecological 

and technological contexts 
5) Explaining or challenging the meaning of transformative urban adaptation & key emerging words and concepts e.g. ‘intersectional,’ 

‘inclusive,’ ‘decolonial’, ‘gender equality’ 
6) What are the different advantages and contradictions of bottom-up, top-down and middle-out approaches? 
7) Developing alternative framings of governance processes (insurance, finance, law) that support disruptive urban adaptation 
8) Methodologies to disrupt urban adaptation imaginaries 

 

Briefing note for contributors 
You are invited to submit an abstract for this special issue. Please send a 500 word (maximum) abstract to editor Richard Lorch 
richard@rlorch.net by 3 May 2023. Your submission must also include these 3 items: 

• the author's and all co-author's names, institutional & departmental affiliations and contact details 
• the specific question(s) in this Call for Papers that the abstract and intended paper address 
• the abstract (500 words maximum) defining the research question(s), scope, methods and (expected) results 

 
Abstracts will be reviewed by the editors to ensure a varied, yet integrated selection of papers around the topic. Authors of accepted 
abstracts will be invited to submit a full paper (6000-7500 words), which undergoes a double-blind review process. 
 

Open access 
Buildings & Cities is an open access journal and has an article processing charge (APC) of £1200. If you do not have institutional support, please 
notify the editor when submitting your abstract. B&C endeavours to assist those without funding.  
 

Buildings & Cities 
Buildings & Cities is an international, open-access, double-blind peer-reviewed research journal. Its focus is the interactions between 
buildings, neighbourhoods and cities by understanding their supporting social, economic and environmental systems. More information 
can be found online: www.buildingsandcities.org & published papers are found here: https://journalbuildingscities.org 
 

Questions?  
If you have a question, please contact: Richard Lorch richard@rlorch.net, Vanesa Castán Broto v.castanbroto@sheffield.ac.uk , Marta Olazabal 
marta.olazabal@bc3research.org, or Gina Ziervogel gina@csag.uct.ac.za  
 

Timeline 
Deadline for abstract submission  3 May 2023 
Full papers due   11 September 2023   NB: authors can submit sooner if they wish 
Referees' comments  11 December 2023 
Revised papers due   2 February 2024 
Publication:    May 2024  NB: papers are published as soon as they are accepted 
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